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        For my mom, who has always told me I’ll do something special when I grow up.

      

        

      
        And for my grandparents, who provided me such a special place to spend the summers. Grandpa, you always asked me what I was writing. Well, here it is. I wish you were still around to read it.

        I think about you every day.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          SAM

        

      

    

    
      The drive is silent, the road wet, and the wind howls as the rusted F-150 accelerates up the mountain. I’ve driven up and down this road all my life, each bend and bump predictable and mostly unnoticed. But never has the drive been so long and damning as it is this night, with Papa silent in the driver’s seat.

      Mike had changed right before my eyes, turned into someone horrible and nasty. I still can’t believe his scathing words; it was like he was someone else entirely. My mind—my heart—screams at me as I remember his bitter laughter and taunting words: “This was never real, anyway.” But that’s not true, it can’t be true. He’s all I have.

      Had.

      Then Reilly’s face flashes to mind and something hardens inside me. I replay the words I’d overheard—the threatening tone of Reilly’s voice when Mike asked him when he’d become such an asshole. “When you decided to steal my girlfriend. End it.” Reilly’s reply still stings. If his intention was to hurt me the way I’d hurt him, he succeeded—he’d ruined everything.

      I begin to shake. What now?

      My mind is clouded with disbelief. I’m too stunned to see life beyond the rain-streaked windshield. It all feels like a dream—a nightmare. But I know it’s real. Papa’s disappointment is earsplitting in his silence. I’m afraid to know what thoughts keep his jaw tightened and his hands clenched so tight around the steering wheel. I watch his knuckles whiten. I’m afraid of the meaningful void of what he doesn’t say.

      My late-night call wasn’t one Papa was expecting and definitely wasn’t one he’d soon forget. It’s not his anger that makes my gut sour and my eyes sting with tears; it’s his disappointment in me for lying. It’s thick and suffocating in the air around us, and each passing minute seems slower and more torturous than the last.

      I turn away from him and follow the steady stream of raindrops across my window. I wish I could disappear into nothingness, like they do. I wish I could forget this night, that I could go back and never allow Mike to answer the door.

      My cheeks burn, and I swipe the tears away before I lose myself headfirst into the black hole of my own creation.

      A broken heart is only half the problem. I force myself to grab hold of what scraps of self-respect I have left. Alison’s loving this. I know she is. And that turns my simmering resentment for her, for Mike, for Reilly, into white-hot rage that feels better than the pain.

      Straightening in the passenger’s seat, I try to focus on something other than the pregnant silence, the expectance I know hangs between Papa and me. I’m eighteen, I’m an adult. I don’t care if he’s disappointed. This is my life. These are all things that I know are bullshit, but I grasp onto them anyway. I stare out at the road as we drive around each curve, out at the darkness illuminated by the headlights, at the windshield wipers as they work frantically against the raindrops pelting the glass. I focus on anything and everything else until Papa lets out a deep breath.

      My eyes met his for a fraction of a second, but that’s all the invite he needs. “I thought we agreed Mike is bad news,” he says quietly, his voice nearly lost in the cacophony of rubber blades against the glass, the truck’s noisy engine, and the sound of my own snivels.

      Somehow, the hurt in his voice makes me feel worse than I already do. I glance sideways at him. He looks haggard, like he’s done nothing but worry about me since I woke him with my sobbing telephone call.

      Guilt mixed with anger makes it difficult to manage an explanation. “I know,” I whisper.

      The wind worsens outside the truck the further into the mountain we drive, shaking with each gust. But Papa’s lost in concentration, or perhaps distraction, as he continues to navigate through the rain, and he doesn’t seem to notice. Sitting in an unfamiliar quietness, I stare out the passenger’s side window again and watch the raindrops continue to race away down the glass. Racing where, I’m not sure, but away sounds nice.

      “Alison warned me⁠—”

      “Of course she did.” I make a choked sound of disbelief and cross my arms over my chest. She’s done nothing but push Papa and I apart since they married.

      “Samantha,” he warns, though his voice is exhausted, or despondent, maybe, and I hate that it’s me who’s making him feel like this. “This is about you.”

      “Maybe, but you can’t tell me she wasn’t smiling from ear to ear when she handed the phone over to you.” Although I know I’m being a brat, I know it’s probably true, too.

      “Enough!” he bellows, and I wince. Papa shakes his head. “You two need to get past whatever this is between you.” He pauses a moment, steadying his breath. “Can’t you at least try, for me? I can’t take this anymore.”

      Sobs well in my throat, close to erupting, and prevent me from answering him.

      “I thought you and I were truthful with one another. I know I don’t like the guy, Sam, but lying to my face?” I know that’s what upsets him the most. I’d broken something between us we might never be able to come back from.

      Although I hate myself, I grasp tighter to my anger and shame. “I’m eighteen, I’m not your little girl anymore,” I say. Although I notice him straighten at the sound of my tone, I can’t stop myself. “At least I’m not out doing drugs and selling myself on the street corner. I’m⁠—”

      “Living under my roof! If you don’t go to college then we do things my way, remember?” And then he asks the one question I’ve been praying he never would. “Is he why you decided to postpone school?” When Papa shakes his head again, I know he’s putting the pieces together, and I can see how angry he is, how much I’ve hurt him. He lets out a despondent sigh. “How long, Samantha?” It’s as if he’s talking to the dead, his voice is so vacant and detached.

      This time, I look at him because his tone is commanding me to.

      “How long have you been lying to me—saying you were with Mac but really . . . how long?”

      After a few more squeaks of the wiper blades, I finally answer, “Since the beginning of senior year.” Just over a year.

      Papa scratches his graying beard, something he does when he and Alison are having an argument, mostly about me or money, or the ranch. I finally see how distant we’ve grown over the past couple years, how little he knows me. And even though I want to blame Alison for that, I know, deep down, that it’s my fault, too.

      Papa’s quiet for an unbearably long moment until finally, after we’ve accelerated around another bend, he asks, “Do you hate Alison so much?” His eyes never leave the road, though it’s obvious his thoughts are miles away.

      “No,” I say easily, and it’s true, I don’t hate her—but I don’t understand her. I don’t like the way she treats me, the way she scowls at me and watches me, waiting for me to slip up. I know that if it were up to Alison, I’d be kicked out. It would just be the two of them. It already feels that way most of the time.

      “Maybe I’m doing all the wrong things here,” he says, and I can barely hear his voice above the road noise. “I thought having a mother figure would be good for you. That you would have someone else to talk to and confide in.” His voice drifts away with his thoughts. “I should’ve waited for you to leave for school before I remarried.”

      I sniffle, hating how horrid and despicable I feel. “Everything was fine before,” I croak, not understanding why he thought anything needed to change in the first place. We had the ranch, we had our routines and our camping trips, we had fun, but not anymore.

      I’m not sure if it’s because he’s thinking or because he disagrees with me, but Papa doesn’t say anything. “I’m sorry,” I breathe, wiping my nose. I just want this terrible night to be over already. I don’t want to think about Papa or Alison, about Mike or Reilly or the downward spiral my life is headed in. It could be worse, I tell myself, though I know I couldn’t possibly feel any worse.

      I stare down at my hands that are trembling in my lap, balling them up to steady them. “I don’t want to hurt you, Papa,” I squeak. “I just didn’t want to argue. I needed Mike,” I admit, shocking myself. “I thought he loved me.” And Mike didn’t even want me—he “outgrew” us. Once more, I battle the urge to scream.

      A gust of wind shakes the truck, forcing Papa to drive slower as we draw closer to home. I don’t want to go there, to see Alison’s self-satisfied expression. I don’t want to face Papa in the daylight.

      “I don’t agree with what you did, Sam. In fact, I’m angry as hell at you for it. But I love you, no matter what, and if you want me to clean and load my 12-gauge, I’ll do it, for you.”

      He’s teasing, but he’s all staunch composure and his voice is dry. I can’t help but let out a choked laugh. “Thanks,” I say, sniffling again and drying my eyes with the backs of my hands. “I might take you up on that.”

      His mouth curves into a small smile, and my heart feels a little lighter.

      “You know all I’ve ever wanted is for you to be happy, don’t you, Smurf?”

      Trying to soothe the ache in my chest, I let out a deep breath. I nod. “I know. I want you to be happy too,” I say, and I hope he truly understands how much I mean it. I glance over at him.

      “You haven’t been happy for a long time,” Papa says, thoughtful. I must look confused because he smiles in the glow of the dashboard and continues. “You’re just like your mama. Her heart was so big . . .” He shakes his head. “Yours holds too many emotions for its own good. I can see them in your eyes—your anger and misery, or when you’re truly happy—just like I could with your mama.”

      I can remember him telling me something like this before, when I was younger and I’d been angry about something. Something silly. But for some reason, his words seem more important now.

      “You love like it’s air you need to breathe. It’s what makes you special, but it’s also what will give you the most heartache.”

      I’m unsure if Papa is giving me a piece of Mama or if he’s just trying to make me feel better, but either way, I etch his words into memory. I cling to what few recollections I have of her. Her crocheted coverlet, soft against my skin, the lilt of her voice when she sang to me, every word filled with so much love and purity and joy it was like she truly had the power to take away all the bad and replace it with just enough good to make me smile and feel warm and special inside.

      “You really love her, don’t you,” I say. I’m not talking about Mama, though.

      When Papa nods, I promise him, “I’ll try harder with Alison.”

      We drive around the final bend, and exhaustion closes in on me, lets loose as my mind calms and I can finally really breathe again. I close my eyes, lean the side of my face against the window, and let the cool glass soothe the heat from my skin.

      A shiver creeps down my spine, and then I feel it. The truck lurches forward, the tires screech against the wet road, and my eyelids fly open.

      In a blur, a large, gnarled branch comes into view in the middle of the road. And the next thing I know, we’re swerving toward the mountain.
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      PRESENT DAY

      Sprawled out beneath my favorite tree, I stare at the oak branches outstretched above me. Lichen, nature’s lace curtains, cast intricately sewn shadows across me, blocking out the harsh rays of the sun. This place, in the shade of the oldest, most unruly tree on the property—“the watchman of the lake,” as I’d pretended when I was younger—has been my sanctuary since I can remember.

      For years I’ve been retreating to this very spot, where the grass grows a little thicker from where I lie up on a slight hill down to the water’s edge, protected by the oak’s expansive shade. So much has changed since I was young—me, my family; even the small country town of Saratoga Falls seems to have found a quicker pace—but here, underneath this tree, it feels as if the past still lingers, coming in and drifting out on the breeze when I least expect it. This place is a mingling of my past, present, and future.

      The oak was my climbing tree when my golden hair was in pigtails, but now my pigtails have given way to a single, thick braid that feels lumpy beneath my back as I lie at its base. My little-girl hands have become calloused from seemingly endless days of horse grooming and stacking firewood. My cowboy hat’s bigger, sun bleached and weathered from years of abuse, and my boots are well worn from mucking out stalls and mending fences. This is my napping and hide-away-from-the-world spot. It’s where Mama and Papa are both buried and it personifies distant memories of first loves and wistful dreams.

      Not a day goes by that I don’t think about those things—of Reilly and the day we crossed the line from friends to something more, the promises we made to each other only to break them, the distance, his distance, and the fact that the day I fell in love with him, he chose to leave. All the regrets that followed still linger, too.

      Shasta, my old gray mare, snorts as she grazes beside me, a sound that stirs me back to the present. I hear the muffled sound of her hooves as she takes a lazy step between mouthfuls of the patchy green that grows around us.

      Telling myself I deserve a few more moments of respite, I close my eyes and fall back into a sleepy daze, listening . . .

      . . . red-winged blackbirds chirp as they fly from the fence line into the surrounding scrub oaks that sprawl out behind me . . .

      . . . insect wings flitter between drifts of dry breeze . . .

      . . . lizards scurry in the crisp, fallen oak leaves that litter the ground . . .

      This place, where life is simple and calm and known, is where I want to be. With a deep inhale, I let the fragrance of summertime—of red clay earth and sunbaked hillsides—wrap me in a blanket of sunshine and comfort me until the familiar tempos of nature fade. I exhale, and as I revel in a tension-easing stretch, I feel another familiar sensation as my knuckles brush against Papa’s gravestone, damning and ever-present behind me. A knot forms in my stomach. I don’t have to look at the gravestone to know what it says: Robert Miller, Loving Father and Husband, Beloved Horse Whisperer. May he rest in the valley of horses.

      Eventually, the undertones of country living dissolve and I’m left with the sound of rubber scraping across glass, and the warm breeze brings with it a chill that rakes over my skin . . .

       

      The road is dark and wet, and the headlights are all that illuminate the bend ahead. The air in the truck is stale and pregnant with a dozen emotions that suffocate me as I try to wade through them. I look at Papa, but his gaze is narrowed, angry. I disappointed him. I ruined everything.

      We see it all too late—the gnarled branch that blocks the road. In fast-forward, Papa slams on the brakes. Screeching rubber echoes in my ears as we swerve toward the mountainside, away from the cliff. Then the truck is rolling, the world is crushing in around me, and my head smacks against the window and then the dash. The sound of groaning metal against the asphalt grates in my ears, and I can hear Papa yelling something. His warm finger brushes against my skin, but I can’t concentrate as my arms flail and my head bangs against the roof of the truck.

      We crash. We lurch. We stop. Branchy fingers reach through the broken window and I glance over to see Papa. He’s bleeding.

       

      Distant, incessant honking wakes me, and I jolt upright. My heart’s sprinting, my mind spinning, and as I bring my palm to my forehead, I peer around, anchoring myself to here, to now. To the lake and the oak tree. To daylight.

      More honking startles me, and I climb to my feet. “Jesus, Nick,” I grumble. The day is no longer bright and comforting, and the dream leaves a heaviness hovering over my heart. I let out a slow, even breath, trying to dispel the unwanted memories creeping in.

      “Alright,” I say, squinting at Shasta. Her ears angle toward me as I stand and brush the debris off my backside, but she continues tearing what little nutrients she can from the ground like she’s even the slightest bit starved. “Time to get back to work, oinky.” I stretch, readjust my hat, and reach for her reins draped around the saddle horn.

      Shasta’s white- and gray-speckled head pops up at my sudden movement. She cranes her neck in my direction, grass hanging from the corners of her mouth.

      “Nice.” I smile and pull the errant weeds from the creases of her mouth and let them float down to the dirt. “Let’s go get you some supper. I wouldn’t want you to starve or anything.”

      Giving Shasta a quick pat on the neck, I step up into the stirrup and climb into the saddle. The leather creaks and groans under my weight, and it’s warm from baking in the sunshine. Then, nudging her forward, we leave our shady oasis and head down the hillside, to the ranch.

      A mixture of pride and sadness sprouts in my heart as the newly remodeled farmhouse comes into view. It’s freshly painted white with a wraparound porch and navy shutters, facing a piecemeal settlement that feels completely different than it had during my childhood.

      The rickety 1900s barn I used to play hide-and-seek in is now only storage for hay and grain and Papa’s old John Deere tractor that’s still parked inside. The weathered toolshed beside it no longer spurs the trepidation I’d once felt staring in at the sharp objects adorning its walls and hanging in its dark, rotted corners. And the stable, a place where Papa taught me to saddle my own horse and where I often snuck off to when the house was too silent, stands two-tiered and looming beside it all. The paddocks facing me are an active arrangement of chestnut, bay, and sorrel tails whipping casually in the heat, a melody of soft snorting and the clomp of hooves coming out to greet Shasta and I as she hurries her pace down the hill toward her stall.

      “Sup, girl!”

      Nick’s voice echoes through the ranch, and I look toward my gray F-250, parked in front of the barn. Nick, my cousin, best friend, ranch hand, and overall godsend, steps out of the truck, causing it to shift beneath his six-foot-three build as he steps out. The truck bed is weighed down with bags of feed and supplies from town.

      I nudge Shasta to move a little faster, and then, like clockwork, barking ensues. The black and white terrier-bulldog mutt from hell springs into view from the other side of the house, loping toward Nick as he lets the tailgate down. Petey’s no doubt coming from a now-empty food bowl Alison put out for him. I know she feeds him to spite me.

      “Great,” I mutter. Though I consider myself a genuine animal lover, Petey has terrorized the horses one too many times to be considered anything other than a nuisance.

      “Hey, Sam,” Jessica, one of our boarders, says.

      I trot past her grooming her chestnut stallion at the hitching post outside the stable. “Hey, Jessica. Sorry about the dog.”

      Although Jessica smiles and waves the annoyance away, her horse doesn’t seems so indifferent.

      I’m about to tell Nick to shut Petey up when his palm flies up. “I got it,” Nick says, and he crouches down to the dog.

      “Let me unsaddle her, then I’ll help you unload,” I say, and nod toward the truck. Nick’s already heaving a sack of feed from the truck bed over his shoulder. I flash him a pointed look that warns, “I’m helping you, like it or not.”

      I tie Shasta up to the hitching post and rush to unsaddle her. No matter how many times I ask Nick to wait for me, to let me help him with his chores, he often ignores me. I don’t think he believes me when I tell him that without his help, we’d have nothing left. This place would be gone. I would have no connection to Papa, nothing left at all.

      This is the second summer he’s dedicated to helping us, and even during the school year, he spends most of his weekends helping me with the things I can’t do on my own. Sure he’s Alison’s nephew and has been my best friend since I was five—that’s how Papa and Alison met to begin with—so Nick’s somewhat obligated to lend a helping hand, but he’s done so much more than that. I ignore the way my chest tightens with yet another reminder of Papa and all my wrongdoings and hurriedly hose Shasta down, helping her shed the layer of sweat that cakes her body from our midday ride.

      After brushing off the excess water, I untie and guide her to her stall, not even needing her lead rope as she practically trots inside without any direction from me whatsoever. Though she’s an average size for a horse, she’s still much taller than me at my five-six, and I rush to keep in stride with her as she heads toward her supper. With a final pat on the rump, I nudge her deeper inside and heave the stall door shut behind her.

      I’m jogging toward the barn when Nick’s broad-shouldered frame disappears through the door with a fifty-pound bag of chicken feed tossed over each shoulder.

      “You couldn’t wait fifteen minutes?” I chide and heave a bag of oats over my own shoulder before heading into the barn behind him. “You’re not stubborn at all or anything . . .”

      “Shasta moves as slow as molasses, I didn’t have time to keep waiting,” he teases. Nick beams, then grunts and flops the remaining feed bag onto the small stack he’s already started next to the old grain. He gives me a sidelong glance.

      “I know,” I say, beating him to it, “I still need to distribute those into the bins. It’s on my list.”

      Nick grins at me, and I know he’s thinking that he would’ve done it already if I would’ve let him.

      I hold my index finger up. “No. It’s my chore. Don’t even say it.” Less gracefully than his display, I drop my bag of oats down beside his.

      “What can I say, I’m an overachiever.” Nick readjusts his cowboy hat and strides back toward the truck, me following behind.

      “That and you’re stubborn and impatient, and you like to irritate me beyond measure.”

      “Or we can just say that I’m a hard worker and always want to help a pretty lady out, since that’s what the women like to hear about us strapping young men.” Nick’s smile is all warmth and kindness, and his air is playful and endearing like always, something I rely on each and every day to keep myself chugging along.

      “I can get the rest of these,” he offers. “I know you’ve got to take Target out at some point today, too.” He peers up at the sun, already making its slow descent to setting.

      I tug a burlap bag of grain out of the truck bed, cradling it in my arms. “I’m helping you,” I say and retrace my steps back inside the barn. Nick’s footsteps are heavy behind mine, and I know his silence means he’s thinking of a smart-ass reply, so I wait for it.

      “I’d rather you exerted your energy making me some of that mouthwatering comida you promised me.” We toss our bags onto the appropriate piles, and Nick analyzes what looks like a tear in one of the sacks. “That son of a . . .” He shakes his head and follows me back out the door.

      “You’re hungry again?” I smirk at him. “Two helpings of leftover chili and cornbread wasn’t enough for your noon lunch, huh?”

      Nick grins. “I’m a growing boy, Sam. I need sustenance.” He flexes his bicep, large enough to make all the girls swoon. “I’m already starving again. Plus, there’s a baseball game on tonight I wanna watch down at Lick’s, so I’m a little pressed for time.” He taps his wrist when I turn around to glare at him. “Time’s a-tickin’.”

      I snort at his audacity, but love him all the more for it. “You and your damn baseball.”

      “Hey, what can I say? The high school jock in me lives on. I like sports, and therefore I like baseball. And I’m hungry. It’s actually very simple.”

      “Okay, okay, I got it. You are man. You want food.” I grab another bag of feed and flop it over my shoulder.

      Nick beats on his chest and makes a few throaty gorilla sounds before I can no longer contain my amusement. “Fine. You win. I’ll make an early dinner, but only because you’re so deprived of good food you’re practically willing to beg for it.”

      I hand him a sack of grain and then stack another one on top of it, feeling the strain in my arms as I lift it up into his. Grabbing a sack of my own, I walk with him into the barn. “So that means you’re just drinking at the bar tonight, not working?”

      Nick shakes his head and drops the feed bags onto the pile. “It’s my night off. So there’ll most likely be too much beer, copious amounts of peanuts, and a lot of cursing.”

      “Wow, that sounds like a good time⁠—”

      “Samantha . . .” My smile falters at the sound of Alison’s voice.

      I discard the feed bag in my hand and step out of the barn. Alison’s standing on the farmhouse porch, using her hand to shield her eyes from the glaring sun. Her golden hair is glowing in the sunlight, and I can see why Papa was so drawn to her the day they first met.

      I take a couple steps toward the house.

      “Miss Naser just called. She said she can’t come out at all this week. She has finals.”

      “Still?” I ask, my mind ticking through the list of things I’ve been putting off and the added workload that results from her “studying” spurts.

      “She asked that you continue to ride Target for her while she’s out.”

      Knowing summer session finals hadn’t even started yet, that Tara Naser was just flaking again, I try to keep the irritation from my voice. “Did she say when she’d be able to make it out here again? I’ve been riding him the last couple weeks as it is.”

      Alison shakes her head, and as I expect, she doesn’t bother offering to help.

      I shove my hands in the back pockets of my cutoffs. “Okay,” I say, unsure how I’m going to keep this up. “Jewels and Short Stuff need special care this week too, since Penny and Sarah are out of town. And Nick and I have to cut down the dead trees over the hill tomorrow.” I pause for a moment, consider my words, then go for it. “You wouldn’t be interested in riding at all this week, would you?”

      Alison’s eyebrows rise, and I know that look, even if she would never say it. The answer is no. She’s punishing me. For killing Papa, for ruining her life, for breathing. I’m not sure the exact reason matters much anymore.

      “I’m meeting with a rep for the new accounting software tomorrow, and we have another potential boarder stopping by,” she says and glances between Nick and me. “The trees can wait.” She turns and heads back inside the house.

      “Of course they can,” I breathe and rub my forehead. I clap my hands together and squeeze my eyes shut, pushing her antagonism away. Even if Alison hadn’t walked away, it would’ve been pointless to remind her that Nick and I have already postponed cutting firewood four times this year at her request. Before we know it, fall will be here, Alison will be cold and complaining the wood is getting low, and Nick and I will be scrambling to appease her. We are suckers like that.

      I sense Nick standing behind me, but I don’t turn around.

      “Don’t say it,” I bite out. He wants me to hire some help, but he knows we can’t afford it without Papa’s breeding and training income. He wants me to talk to Alison, to fix things. But talking to Alison about anything is pointless, something I’ve told Nick over and over. She shuts down. She doesn’t want to deal with me, not unless she has to. Nick wants me to “move on” and “do what’s right for me, screw the ranch,” but all of these things aren’t as simple as he thinks they are.

      I nod to the half-empty truck bed. “Are you sure you don’t need help unloading the rest of that? I’m stronger than I look, you know.” I flex my biceps, hoping the lack of them will induce a smile. I don’t want to argue with him again about my flailing relationship with his aunt.

      With a pitiful smile, Nick squeezes my arm. “Those guns are nearly bigger than mine,” he lies. “But don’t worry, I got it.” He winks at me and begins whistling as he heads back toward the truck.

      “I’ll let you know when supper’s ready,” I call, and with a resigned sigh, I head up the porch steps.

      “Don’t you still need to ride Target?” he calls back.

      I shrug. “You have a baseball game to watch, remember?” I wave his concern away. “I’ll do it after dinner.” Besides, controlling the rowdy bay gelding will be a much-needed escape later, when everything else is quiet and Alison and I are alone.
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      Nick, Alison, and I sit at the breakfast bar, half a dozen balled-up napkins littering the green-flecked countertop between us.

      “I’m not sure what it is about tacos,” Nick says through a mouthful of food. He swallows his last bite and licks the hot sauce dripping down his fingers. “But having them on a warm summer’s night with a cold beer . . .” He groans. “That always hits the spot.” With a fresh napkin, he wipes around his mouth one final time, tosses his napkin on his plate, and pushes it away with a contented sigh. He pats his belly. “Perfection,” he says and lets out a long, deep breath. “Freaking delicious.”

      All manners and primness, Alison takes a sip from the chardonnay that fills her glass. Her second refill of many to come. “You should eat with us more often, Nicholas,” she says, and I can almost detect a slur at the end. Though she’s fierce and a seasoned drinker, she’s on the smaller side, like me. “Sam and I love tacos. We have them all the time.”

      I smirk and stack my empty plate on top of his, then Alison’s when she scoots it toward me. “Be careful, Alison,” I joke with a quick glance at Nick. I head over to the sink to wash. “It starts with dinner every night. Then, before you know it, he’ll take over the TV, watching his baseball and UFC, all sprawled out on your favorite part of the couch. You won’t even recognize the living room once he’s settled in. You should see his apartment.” I collect the dirty napkins and toss them in the trash beneath the sink.

      Nick’s lips curve into a quirky smile, and he shakes his head. “Yeah, that’s probably true.”

      Like she hadn’t even heard us, Alison’s expression lights with obvious joy at the thought of her nephew being an even more permanent fixture in our home. “That would be wonderful! You can watch my FBI shows with me and⁠—”

      Instantly waving the possibility away, Nick glances at me and says, “That’s okay, Aunt Alison. I’ll leave the depressing reality TV for you to watch. Besides, Marilyn and Monroe would miss me too much if I were gone any more than I already am.”

      “Oh?” Alison’s eyebrows lift, and she turns her head to the side, eyeing him curiously. “And who, may I ask, are Marilyn and Monroe?”

      Nick flashes her a shit-eating grin. “My guppies.”

      In spite of Alison’s laugh and light smack on Nick’s arm, I know she’s disappointed. She likes having him around, having someone else in the house as a buffer between her and me. I appreciate his presence, too.

      Nick yawns, a reminder that he’s been here since six this morning and it’s time for him to leave. He runs both hands through his brown, longish hair, clearly exhausted.

      I study him for a second and smile. His hair curls slightly around his ears, like it used to in the seventh grade. “You need a haircut,” I say. “Mac would love to get her fingers in that.”

      Mac, the third of our trio, is known not only for her glamour and “smokin’ body,” so say all the guys in Saratoga Falls, but also for her hair-cutting skills. It’s one of the many random skills she’s acquired, coming from a family of all boys: her two brothers and her single father.

      “Yeah, I’m sure she would. I also need to shave,” he adds, making a funny face as he scratches the side of his jaw. He stands up and pushes his stool back under the counter.

      My smile widens as I picture his seventh-grade self with facial hair, and it hits me how much he’s grown up. The fact that we’re both adults now seems strange. I shrug. “I kinda like the scruffy look.”

      Alison steps in front of him, wanting to be the center of his attention. “I like you clean-shaven,” she says. “And since you’ve been such a good boy,” she teases, “you can have this back.” She passes Nick his cowboy hat that she’d confiscated before we sat down to dinner.

      With one of those crooked, cowboy grins, Nick accepts it, settling it back on his head. He tucks his thumbs in his pockets as he winks at her. “Now that feels better.”

      “Says the cowboy who doesn’t even ride horses,” I grumble, causing Nick to laugh.

      “You try getting thrown off a horse when you’re seven. I had two broken bones and lost half my teeth.”

      I roll my eyes, knowing where this played-out story is going. “I’ve been thrown off a horse too, Nick. You’re not that special, and you were going to lose those teeth anyway. You’re such a baby sometimes.”

      Nick chuckles, and Alison actually smiles at me. I allow myself to smile back before she glances away.

      Reaching for his beer, Nick gulps down what’s left and hands me his bottle.

      “Well,” Alison breathes, “it’s time for my show.” Her voice is detached, which means she’s accepted that Nick is leaving and she’ll drink herself to sleep in the living room now.

      With a smile, she tugs Nick’s arm, making him lean down a bit so she can kiss his cheek. I’ve gotten used to the fact that she’s only fourteen years older than us by now, but when she’s interacting with Nick, it reminds me of how strange and skewed my relationship with her is. “Love you, Nicholas,” she says.

      A fleeting pang of envy makes my skin flush, and I turn back to the dishes in the sink. I turn the faucet on, letting water run over my fingers as I wait for it to warm.

      “Thank you for your help today, darling.” Alison’s voice is all praise and affection.

      “You’re welcome, Aunt Alison. You know I love you. Mom wants you to stop by to see her soon. Said she hasn’t heard from you in a while.”

      “I was just in town today, too—oh, I forgot to tell you, Samantha . . .”

      I don’t like the pitch of her tone. I brace myself and pause from scrubbing a plate to look over at her.

      Alison’s wine sloshes around in her glass as she takes a step toward me, her pale blue eyes fixed on mine. I know there’s kindness in them. I’ve even seen her eyes smile when she’s talking to Nick, but now they’re gleaming—from the wine, from the malicious thoughts she’ll never share, I’m not sure. “I saw Shirley at the post office this morning.”

      My breath hitches—falters and stumbles—and I nearly drop the sudsy plate in my hand.

      “She said Mike’s back in town on business for a month or so.”

      I stare down at my hands as they begin moving automatically under the searing hot water. Mike doesn’t bother me so much, it’s what he represents—my ignorance, the accident, what happened between me and Reilly—that makes me uneasy. Knowing Mike slept with a dozen other women in town, and right under my nose, makes me feel sick to my stomach all over again. The fact that I knew deep down he was an asshole, one that showered me with gifts and attention, but an asshole nonetheless, and that I stayed with him anyway makes it hard to push the memories I’ve gotten so good at ignoring away.

      “You might see him around town,” she adds.

      “Aunt Alison, don’t⁠—”

      “What? I just thought she should know, so she’s prepared.” I hear the sound of her slippers dragging along the tile floor as she walks out of the kitchen, but I don’t bother to look.

      Nick sidles up next to me.

      Unwilling to look at him either, to see the sympathy and anger I know shadows his expression, I rinse the plate in my hand and set it in the drying rack before I pick up the next one.

      “I can’t take the way your face falls around her all the time, Sam. She’s just⁠—”

      “Angry. Hurt. She just hates me. Trust me, I get it.” I drop the plate in my hand into the sink basin, lucky it doesn’t break, and turn to him.

      I hate the way Nick’s eyebrows draw together and his mouth quirks up in the corner. “She doesn’t hate you, Sam. She kept this place for you, didn’t she?”

      Because I begged her, but I don’t say that. Alison and I have never been close, but since the accident, the fissure between us has turned into a gaping ravine, one that grows wider every day. And even despite that, I still want to make things work between us. I owe her—I promised Papa.

      I meet Nick’s pitying gaze, wishing Alison’s effect on me wasn’t so obvious. I don’t want my burden to be his. I don’t want my burden to be anyone else’s. I wish there was a way to make him feel better, to fix what’s broken between Alison and me. But save for removing myself from her life and Papa’s ranch, I know there’s nothing else I can do. And I’m not ready to give up on this place yet. It’s all I have left.

      Plastering a smile on my face, I turn the water off and reach over to wipe my hands on the towel hanging from the handle before I squeeze his arm reassuringly. “At least I have you.” I move in for an impromptu hug.

      “It’s not enough. You need each other. This”—he steps away and gestures between me and the living room, where Alison’s talking to the TV—“isn’t healthy.”

      “Papa’s birthday is Friday,” I say, hoping it will shed light on Alison’s darker-than-usual mood. I want him to drop the conversation I’m so sick and tired of having.

      Nick nods. “I know.” He stands there with his arms crossed over his chest, waiting for me to promise him something I’m not ready to.

      So I nod toward the clock. “Doesn’t your game start in like, ten minutes?”

      Nick groans, which means he’s giving in and letting the conversation go, finally. “Yeah, I should head out.”

      I turn the water back on, staring down at the stainless steel basin. “Oh, hey,” I say, happy to change the subject as I remember his date with the new bartender down at Lick’s. “How are things going with the hot redhead you told me about?” I elbow him. “Are you still pining for her?”

      Nick glowers. “I was never pining for her. Men don’t pine.” He straightens. “But yes, I’m still pursuing Savannah, if you must know. The date was casual, a couple drinks after work, nothing crazy.”

      “That’s good, I guess,” I say, and whip him with my towel. “Move it. You’re in my way again.” I collect the dirty pans from the stovetop and set them in the sink to soak. “Does she like being pursued? I mean, you guys work together, so you probably already spend a lot of time with one another.”

      Removing his hat, Nick runs his fingers through his hair again and makes a disgruntled, anxious sound. “Yeah, working. It’s not like we get a lot of time to chat.” He plops his hat back down on his head. “I don’t know, dating’s hard,” he grumbles.

      Nick’s never had a lot of luck in the dating department. Although he is the handsome, boy-next-door type, with hazel eyes and a knowing, devious smile etched on his face most of the time, he’s also the kindest, most hardworking person I’ve ever met. He’s a combination of playful charm and no-nonsense work ethic, two traits women don’t seem to admire or appreciate about him the way they should. At least, not the one he really wants—but thankfully, we don’t talk about Bethany much anymore.

      “Alright. Well, I’ll see you tomorrow,” he says, lifting off the counter to head for the back door. “I’ll make sure to mark the dying oak trees first thing.”

      I shake my head. “You heard Alison, she wants to wait. I don’t want you doing it alone. It can wait until next week when things go back to normal, okay?” I hope and peer out the bay window, at the ocher glow of the setting sun. “We still have time,” I say, trying not to let Alison’s constant undermining of my decisions rile me up again.

      “Actually . . .”

      Sparing a look over my shoulder, I wait.

      “This is probably a good time to tell you that Reilly’s coming home for a while to work on his dad’s place.” My heckles rise as Nick tells me this cautiously and I hate that he’s watching me for a reaction, because it takes every ounce of willpower I have to keep myself from losing it. Mike and Reilly. Reilly and Mike. Both of them back. Now? I pretend to refocus on the dishes, but my stomach gnarls into an aching knot and it’s a struggle to take a deep breath.

      “I know that’s probably weird for you, but we could really use his help around here, especially on some of the bigger projects we’ve been putting off—like the trees. He’s strong and able, and we’d have his truck if we needed it, too.”

      Each word slices me open.

      “And maybe he’ll take his dad’s dog back. And if he doesn’t, I promise I’ll find him a home.”

      “Yeah, just like you found a home for the unnamed ranch cat that’s been roaming around here for two years.”

      “Mouser? She’s essential. And don’t pretend you don’t love her. I’ve seen you petting her when you don’t think I’m looking.”

      “We can talk about it later,” I say quietly, trying to hold myself together long enough for him to leave.

      Nick steps closer. “Sam, we really do need his help. I need his help. There’s a lot to do before the end of the summer. I really want to . . .”

      I can’t hear Nick over my galloping thoughts. It’s harder and harder to push away the gnawing, ravaging feeling I desperately want to ignore. Spending time with Reilly after everything that happened fills me with dread, and I feel the heat of humiliation spread up my neck and over my cheeks. All this time I thought Josh Reilly was gone for good, that he’d gone career in the Army and wasn’t planning on coming back, ever. Especially now that Mr. Reilly has passed away.

      I swallow the bile rising up my throat, though it doesn’t alleviate the tightness and discomfort, it only makes it burn. “Whatever you think,” I barely squeak. I’m too busy trying to keep a flurry of images from my mind: Reilly standing at Mike’s front door and that gut-wrenching moment I wrote Reilly that letter. I’m not sure I can face him.

      “. . . his dad’s place fixed up so he can sell it,” Nick continues.

      Pretending to look at the clock on the wall, I say, “We should probably talk later.” My voice is low but light, trying to stir the mood and get Nick out of the house. “You’re already late.”

      Nick’s quiet, and I flick water at him. “Get out of here, would you?” Petey starts barking outside. “And take that damn dog with you, too.”

      Nick flashes me an apologetic smile. “Can’t. Sorry. I’m going to Lick’s, remember?”

      I scowl and throw the dish towel at him. “Fantastic. What are you, the bearer of bad news today? Get!”

      “Aye!” Nick yelps and scoots out the door, but he stops outside the porch, hesitating. “Love you, Sam,” he says. “Thanks for supper. See you in the A.M.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” I wave him away, grab one of Alison’s dirty wineglasses, and turn back to the sink.

      As I stand there, alone with the burden of a dozen swelling emotions and the reality of what the next few months will be like with Reilly in town, I can’t help the unease that settles inside me.

      He’s coming home.

      Reilly’s face is all I can see in my mind. I thought I didn’t care about him anymore, but the flooding of heat under my skin, the tension twinging my muscles, and the heavy thud of my heart belies all I’ve been trying to convince myself of for years. I don’t hate Reilly for stepping in where he didn’t belong—for leaving me behind in the first place—not like I want to. But even after all this time, the mere thought of him being home makes me want to crumple at the onslaught of mistakes he embodies. I don’t need another reminder of all my regrets.

      I can’t bring myself to move, and I breathe only when my body makes me—it hurts too much otherwise. Blinking, I try to see beyond the darkness that clouds my thoughts and vision, beyond the burning, yearning sensation that takes over me. But like a bad memory unearthed, I see Papa’s body, battered and broken and lifeless. I see the blood. And once again, I’m awake in the hospital, barely able to move when the doctor tells me Papa didn’t make it. That my name was the last word he uttered.

      Once again, I’m alone. Hollow. Lost. Ashamed.

      Alison’s screams still haunt me . . . I can barely feel the warmth of Papa’s fingers in mine anymore, but my begging him to wake up as I float in and out of consciousness is seared in my mind. I begged him to look at me and say, “It’s okay, Smurf. Everything’s okay.” Even if he didn’t mean it.

      “Samantha!” Alison calls my name from the living room, startling me. When I look down, I notice the wineglass broken and gripped in my hand. My fingertips and knuckles are white and my hand is shaking. I stare at one of the shards, at the warm water rushing over my hands.

      The dismal ache inside me overshadows the disappointment I know I should feel as I contemplate the shard’s sharp edges. Standing motionless and muted, I take deep, grounding breaths.

      In . . . out . . .

      In . . . out . . .

      In . . . out . . .

      It does nothing to stave off the unbearable tightness in my chest. I should put the shard down. The months of fighting against the pain, of trying to ignore it and accept it, to control the growing weakness that nearly cripples me, moves so far beyond me I want to give in.

      I can’t push the urge aside. I can’t ignore it. Not any longer. I need the burn—so raw, demanding, and overpowering—to go away. I need my heart to stop aching, and for once, I want the grief and shame to ease, just a little, so I can breathe again.

      Finally, I let out a shaky breath. I run the pad of my thumb over the slick surface of the piece of glass. It’s thin, sharp, and might break in my hand if I clutch it any harder.

      A fiendish need claws inside me, and a delirious giddiness overcomes me at the thought of even a second’s relief.

      I lick my lips. This is what I need . . . one fell swoop of the glass across my skin. The burn. The sting of air and torn flesh, just enough to draw blood. Then I’d feel something else.

      I press a jagged edge of the glass to my palm.

      “Samantha, I was calling you,” Alison says from the doorway.

      Trying not to scream out, I let the glass fall from between my fingers and I look at her. I force myself to smile. “Sorry. What did you need?”

      She eyes me askance. “Are you alright? You look . . . tired or something.”

      I suppress a laugh. “I’m fine. Did you need something?”

      Alison waves my question away. “Never mind,” she says. In a huff, she leaves the kitchen and me, staring down at the shards of glass in the sink.
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        THREE YEARS AGO

      

      

      I’m standing in Mike’s monochromatic kitchen, a room double the size of my bedroom at home. Opening the oven, I remove a pepperoni pizza with olives and jalapeños. It smells beyond amazing, a fortifying snack after a night of lovemaking and giggles.

      “Thank you for my bracelet,” I say, admiring the delicate, glinting diamonds set in white gold. I never thought I’d have something so beautiful and expensive, but that’s how Mike makes me feel—beautiful, coveted, and special to him.

      Mike’s arms wrap around me from behind as I set the pizza on the stovetop. “God you’re so fucking sexy when you’re wearing my clothes.”

      I glance down at his blue button-up shirt, gaping open and covering, well, very little of me. “I’m pretty sure this doesn’t count as clothes.” Though the wind is roaring outside and there’s a sudden downpour, the fire in the connected living room and heat from the oven keep us warm and cozy inside, even in my lack of wardrobe.

      I giggle as Mike nibbles on my earlobe and quiver when chills rake over my body, arousing every nerve ending still recovering from our romp on the couch less than an hour ago. Mike’s tongue snakes out to sample the sensitive skin beneath my jaw, leaving a pool of warmth between my thighs in its wake.

      “I prefer you naked, though,” he says, and one hand slides up my stomach to my breasts, the other hand trailing down beneath the waist of my underwear. “God, I want you,” he breathes into my ear. “Now.” It’s practically a growl that elicits an ache somewhere deep and hidden that spreads throughout my body. I want him to lick it away.

      “Why can’t it always be like this?” I rasp, my eyelids half closed with lust as I lean my head back against him. He’s usually so tired when he returns from his trips on the east coast, but I welcome his insatiable desire for me tonight—his constant advances that make me feel like the most desirable woman in the entire world. He’s never seemed so needy for me, so starved. And I crave it.

      Mike chuckles in my ear, completely entertained as I wiggle within his hold. I can feel his erection pressing into me, making every fiber of my being hum with pent-up need. I groan in pleasure when his fingers slip inside me. But then he stops.

      Taking a step back, Mike spins me around to face him. He lifts me up, his gaze pinning me in place with the promise of insatiable things to come as he carries me out of the kitchen. I wrap my legs around him, showering him in kisses and moving my hips in his hold, relishing each groan and curse as he carries me back over to the couch. “I’m going to fuck your brains out, angel.”

      A thrill of pleasure sends peals of laughter from my throat, and I shrug his shirt off, exposing my breasts completely as he drops me down onto the suede cushions. “Yes, please,” I breathe, and I arch into him as he lowers himself down to me. My head lolls back as he sucks one of my nipples into his mouth, licking and teasing until I can’t help but beg for more.

      We both jump at the sound of pounding at the front door.

      “Fuuuck,” Mike drawls and rises to his knees. We’re both breathing hard, adrenaline making it difficult to concentrate. “Don’t move,” he says, and he hauls himself off the couch. His hair is tousled from my fingers clutching onto it.

      I can’t help it; I giggle again. He pauses, staring down at me. How I snagged this sexy, clever entrepreneur as mine, I’ll never fully understand. He scans my naked body, licking his lips and cursing as he forces himself to head into the foyer. Someone pounds anxiously again.

      For a brief moment, I panic, wondering if Papa somehow found out I was here instead of at Mac’s. She’s at a family reunion in Montana, and if Papa called her house and grew worried when no one answered, he might’ve been on a warpath to find me. Does he know where Mike lives?

      With the thrill and promise of another orgasm wearing off, I shrug Mike’s shirt back on and button it up—all the way to the top—before I pull my cell phone out of my purse and check to see if I have any missed calls from home. Other than a few drunk text messages from Nick, I don’t see anything alarming. I drop my phone back into my purse, suddenly angry that we were so rudely interrupted.

      Running my fingers through my blonde tangles, I pad out of the living room and stick my head out into the foyer. The front door is open a crack. Mike’s outline glows outside, under the porch light. Creeping forward, I wonder who he’s talking to at this time of night.

      Then I register an angry, familiar voice.
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      Pulling out of Thornton’s Public Storage, I stop at the edge of the driveway, the water bottle on the seat beside me rolling onto the floor, bouncing off my single bag of possessions—five sets of clean clothes, a pair of running shoes, socks, the basic hygiene products, my Army ball cap, and the old man’s letter. It’s finally starting to sink in that, ready or not, I’m going home.

      “You’re worthless anyway, I don’t care what you do.” That’s what my old man had said to me the day I told him I was joining the Army. Granted, he was partially drunk and clearly bitter, as always. But for some reason, even though I expected that reaction, it still affected me. Those aren’t comforting words for a young man to hear, one who’s leaving everything he knows behind for a new, uncertain life. Then again, new and uncertain—a life faraway—was what I’d wanted, at first.

      Until four months ago, the thought of returning hadn’t really crossed my mind. I never expected there to be a reason to come back. But having only received one other letter from Sam since my deployment, its contents earth-shattering, I knew the instant my old man’s shakily addressed envelope was in my hand that its message wouldn’t be a good one.

      I knew I could handle whatever the old man had to say in a letter. But I hadn’t expected it to tell me to come home. Sam had always been my Achilles heel. She shook all certainty I had—certainty to leave my old man and drop the exhausting charade my life had become four years ago. Even now, when I know coming home is what I should do, she once again makes me question whether or not I can.

      “Haven’t you left yet?” Those four words had sealed my fate, and what could have been all those years ago wasn’t enough to sway me anymore. With a promise that Sam would wait for me, that she would be mine whether I left or stayed, I chose to leave. “Good riddance,” were my old man’s last words to me, a final reminder of why I was making the right decision. It all seemed so perfect at the time.

      Glancing in the rearview mirror to find no one impatiently idling behind me, I let my hands fall from the steering wheel of my truck, listening to the familiar rumble of the small-block motor, and I give myself a minute to contemplate what exactly I’m getting myself into.

      I stare out at the golden hills that stretch out as far as the eye can see. The heat of the summer is heavy and thick against my skin. I eye the water bottle on the floor, air bubbles vibrating with the rumble of the engine. I reach down for the bottle, but I pause the second I spot a crumpled piece of paper sticking out from beneath the bench seat.

      There are a handful of reasons I know I should leave the paper there—it’s in the past, there’s nothing for me in the past, the past is a toxic mess of unwanted memories—but I’m compelled to open it, to remind myself of the potential misery that awaits me if I go back.

      Smoothing out the paper, I stare at Sam’s bubbly handwriting, losing myself to an all but forgotten memory.

       

      “Papa says every car has to have a name,” Sam chirps. Her brown eyes shimmer like maple sugar in the sunlight as she smiles up at me. Her full, pink lips part as she waits for me to respond.

      I smile at her because she’s the one good thing I have in my life. I question for the hundredth time why I’d ever consider leaving her for the next four years.

      “You’ve never heard of that before?” she asks, and even though I have, I shake my head. I think it’s because I want to indulge her. I want to remember her like this, sweet and innocent and blinking up at me.

      She laughs and opens my glovebox. “Well . . .” She pulls her bottom lip between her teeth as she rifles through it, finally finding a folded paper receipt and a pen to write with. After flattening the paper out on her lap, she scribes in large
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